This study investigates (a) the effects of cognitive diversity on agreement seeking behaviour and relationship conflict, and (b) effects of agreement-seeking behaviour and relationship conflict on decision quality. Using structured survey instrument, this paper gathered data from 252 senior executives from mainland China and analysed the data using the regression techniques to test the hypotheses. The results support that cognitive diversity is positively related to relationship conflict and negatively related to agreementseeking behaviour. The results also support the hypotheses that agreementseeking behaviour is positively related to decision quality and relationship conflict is negatively related to decision quality. Though the study is related to Chinese executives, the findings from the study that cognitive diversity enhances interpersonal conflict and discourages agreement-seeking behaviour contribute to the strategic decision-making literature.
Introduction
Research on diversity within teams abundantly demonstrates that diversity acts as a double-edged sword (Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996) . From one perspective, diversity is considered a positive force as it leads to effective decision making and group performance (Jackson et al., 1995) . Diversified groups bring a variety of ideas, and the members will be able to combine and synthesise multifarious perspectives of decision problems (Ancona and Caldwell, 1992; Cox, 1993) . Research supports that diversified teams are more innovative and creative than homogeneous teams (Cox, 1993) . However, there is another stream of research that shows negative aspects of diversity on group cohesion (O'Reilly et al., 1989) , conflict (Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven, 1990) , and political gamesmanship (Pfeffer, 1981) .
There are many reasons for these inconsistent results. First, most research on executive diversity focuses on proxy measures such as functional background, age, education, employment tenure (e.g. Hambrick and D'Aveni, 1992; Knight et al., 1999) . These measures are used as proxies for cognitive diversity (e.g. Wiersema and Bantel, 1992) . However, available empirical evidence shows that diversity assessed in terms of demographic characteristics does not correlate with the cognitive differences between executives (Glick et al., 1993) . Second, researchers attempt to relate demographic diversity to outcomes without considering the mediating effects of group process variables such as conflict, trust, consensus, and agreement-seeking behaviour of team members. Realising the importance of group process variables, some of the recent studies incorporated these mediators (e.g. Knight et al., 1999) and suggested that group process variables such as relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour of members play a crucial role in outcomes. Thus, in the present research we incorporate group process variables to examine the relationship of cognitive diversity with agreement seeking behaviour and interpersonal conflict and its effect on decision quality. The present study is unique in that we examine relationship between cognitive diversity and interpersonal conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour in influencing decision quality, particularly in the context of Chinese executive decision making. Most of the studies examining these process variables focus on US-based organisations. One reason for selecting firms in China is differences in culture between US firms and Chinese firms (Olson et al., 2007a; Parayitam and Dooley, 2007; Parayitam et al., 2010) . Collectivism is more prevalent within the Chinese culture, and it is imperative to assess whether Chinese executives would welcome diversity within their teams and analyse how conflict and agreement seeking behaviours would affect the decision quality.
Chinese culture gives Chinese people a unique identity as they have over 4000 years of history of maintaining their core cultural values. The Chinese cultural value system is significantly different from not only the Western cultures, but also from Eastern Japanese cultures (Hofstede, 1993) . The norms of interpersonal behaviour are basically deduced from Confucianism, which represents one of the most influential thoughts of Chinese culture. The human relationships, social structures, work ethics and the entire range of social behaviour are guided by the fundamental principles of Confucianism. Humanity, propriety, wisdom, faithfulness, and righteousness -five pillars of Confucianism, have tremendous influence on management. The notion of collectivist culture (i.e. significance of interpersonal relationships and situations) is radically different from individualist cultures of Western societies which gives paramount importance to personal and emotional expressions (Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Bagozzi et al., 1999) . These cultural differences partly explain the way in which top management team of Chinese organisations operates is expected to be significantly different from their Western counterparts.
Theoretical background
The impetus for the present research comes from group process theory (Shaw, 1981) . According to group process theory, one very important variable that plays an important role in affecting organisational performance is the conflict. Knight et al. (1999, p.448) contends that group processes are important because they "provide greater efficiency (e.g. reducing costs or increasing speed in decision making) and effectiveness" (e.g. making better decisions), and argues that team diversity affects strategic consensus through the group processes. Lawrence (1997) argues that to understand the strategic decision-making process, the 'black box' of process variables needs to be studied, and that group process variables lie within this black box.
The group process variables in this study are interpersonal conflict and agreementseeking behaviours among teams. Relationship conflict refers to conflict that arises due to emotional tension. Extant literature suggests that team effectiveness is a function of how team members coordinate their activities and resolve the perceived differences between them when they voice their opinions and ideas (Podsakoff et al., 1997) . When teams perform complex tasks, teams identify, scrutinise and integrate different perspectives needed to produce high-quality decisions (Amason, 1996) . However, there is a possibility that conflict relating to interpersonal relationships may also develop during the process of interaction (Amason, 1996; De Dreu and Van Vianen, 2001) .
Though the effects of diversity in work groups on performance have mixed empirical findings, researchers argue that diversity leads to different types of conflict (Jehn et al., 1999) . Williams and O'Reilly's (1998) review of over four decades of research on diversity in teams demonstrated no consistent main effects of diversity on performance. Therefore, researchers suggested to bring process variables that explain the relationship between diversity and performance (Williams and O'Reilly, 1998) . The basic tenet of the argument is that social interaction among diverse perspectives may lead to disagreements about the task process and has potential to increase task conflict among team members. On the other hand, social category diversity also has potential to increase relationship conflict (Jehn et al., 1999) . In this study, we focus on the effect of diversity decision quality mediated by relationship conflict.
Another group process variable studied is agreement-seeking behaviour. Agreementseeking behaviour is the tendency on the part of the members of the team to produce consensus or agreement among the members regarding firm strategy (Knight et al., 1999) . Studies have shown that when members agree with each other, teams tend to have more confidence in their decisions (Gero, 1985) . Further, prior research demonstrates that "agreement-seeking behaviours led to higher acceptance of the group's decisions as well as higher member satisfaction" (Knight et al., 1999, p.448) .
Hypotheses development
The present study seeks to explain how cognitive diversity among TMTs affects group processes, which in turn, influence decision outcomes. The conceptual model is depicted in Figure 1 . Figure 1 suggests that, in general, cognitive diversity has positive effects on relationship conflict and negative effects on agreement-seeking behaviour. The mechanism by which cognitive diversity promotes relationship conflict is explained in terms of selfcategorisation theory (Tajfel, 1982; Turner, 1982) . According to self-categorisation theory, people categorise based on some observable characteristics (e.g. race, age, sex) and use the resulting distinctions to infer similarity and dissimilarity on unobservable characteristics (e.g. cognitive style). That is to say, when members are dissimilar with respect to cognitive thinking, they engage in categorisation by classifying themselves and others into distant groups based on ethnicity, gender, race and other attributes (Turner, 1982) . Categorisation is a useful way "to simplify and make our perceived world more predictable and controllable" (Pelled et al., 1999, p.3) . One potential consequence of this categorisation is the increase in relationship conflict between the members of subgroups. This is because once categorisation takes place; members subconsciously develop positive opinions about themselves (i.e. about their group) and negative opinions of other subgroup members (Tajfel, 1982) . The reciprocal stereotyping, distancing, and disparaging often lead to hostile interactions among the sub-group members (Zimbardo and Leippe, 1991) . Eventually the hostility results in clashes characterised by anger, resentment, dissent, and other negative feelings; thus emotional conflict (relationship conflict) emerges (Pelled et al., 1999) . Thus, "increased diversity generally means there is a greater probability that individual exchanges will be with dissimilar others" (Pelled et al., 1999, p.2) and members hear the views that diverge from their own, resulting in relationship conflict. The basic argument is that the negative effects of cognitive diversity would be more salient in Chinese strategic decision making when compared to the US counterparts (Olson et al., 2007b; Parayitam and Dooley, 2007) . A collectivist culture, which includes the Chinese, refers to a society that values unity and cohesion, encourages loyalty within groups, and discourages disharmony (Hofstede, 1993) . Chinese executives may feel uncomfortable with or offended by those who voice their diverse views. From a collectivist perspective, cognitive diversity is likely to be interpreted negatively within the decision-making process and thus create tension and conflict within the team. Based on the above arguments, it can be hypothesised:
Influence of cognitive diversity on relationship conflict
H1: TMT cognitive diversity is positively related to relationship conflict.
Influence of cognitive diversity on agreement-seeking behaviour
Another group process variable that diversity may influence is the agreement-seeking behaviour. Although research on the relationship between cognitive diversity and agreement-seeking behaviour is scarce, available evidence suggests that greater demographic diversity prohibits agreement-seeking behaviour. Knight et al. (1999) found that demographic diversity is negatively related to agreement-seeking tendencies on the part of members. The present study is slightly different from Knight et al.'s (1999) study in that our study focuses on cognitive diversity and its relationship to agreement-seeking behaviour. Agreement-seeking behaviour refers to members striving to see that everyone's input is incorporated into the decision-making process, and not wanting to finalise a decision until all members agree on the content as well as process of implementation of decision. Quite expectedly, a diversified team will find it difficult to see that all members find the decision acceptable, and therefore it is not possible to achieve agreement-seeking behaviour. Diverse teams may seek agreement often, they just may find it more difficult to achieve than homogeneous teams. In other words, as the diversity increases, the differences in values and perspectives may bring challenges with regard to managing the group, and it becomes difficult to ensure that the members agree. Based on our arguments, it can be hypothesised:
H2: TMT cognitive diversity is negatively related to agreement-seeking behaviour.
Relationship conflict and decision quality
Previous research demonstrated that relationship conflict is harmful to decision effectiveness (Amason, 1996, Parayitam and Dooley, 2007) . Chinese executives may be especially prone to avoidance behaviours, since interpersonal conflict has created disharmony within the team and harmony is an important component of Chinese team effectiveness.
Relationship conflict is concerned with person-related disagreements that include "tension, animosity, and annoyance among the team members" (Jehn, 1995, p.258) . Affective conflict arises because of personality clashes and continued cognitive disagreements that may trigger animosity among the members (Janssen et al., 1999) . Extreme relationship conflict also may trigger members to sabotage decisions and engage in political gamesmanship (Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996; Simons and Peterson, 2000) . Members spend time on interpersonal aspects of the group rather than on technical details of tasks. At the extreme, relationship conflict causes members to be "negative, irritable, suspicious, and resentful" (Jehn, 1997, p.532) . By diverting energies to persons rather than tasks, members will not be able to understand the decision in relation to the broad organisational goals. As previous research demonstrated, relationship conflict limits the information-processing ability of the group because the group diverts its time and energy to members rather than to task-related problems (Jehn and Mannix, 2001; Parayitam and Dooley, 2007) . Based on the above, the following hypotheses can be advanced:
H3. Relationship conflict among team members is negatively related to decision quality.

Agreement-seeking behaviour and decision quality
When members meet on a platform to make decisions, CEOs expect agreement-seeking behaviour. While relationship conflict is detrimental to decision quality, agreementseeking behaviour is expected to enhance decision quality. Agreement-seeking behaviour refers to members striving to see that everyone's input is incorporated into the decisionmaking process, and not wanting to finalise a decision until all members agree on the content as well as process of implementation of decision. Though there is no previous research establishing correlation between agreement-seeking behaviour and decision quality it is not unreasonable to expect commitment, member satisfaction when the inputs of all the members are considered in the decision-making process. One should caution against the Janis' (1982) concept of 'groupthink' while pursing to secure agreementseeking behaviour. Based on the above the following hypothesis can be advanced:
H4: Agreement-seeking behaviour is positively related to decision quality.
Research methods
Sample and procedures
Data was gathered from 282 managers who participated in executive management training seminars that were located in mainland China. Out of these, 30 were incomplete and hence discarded leaving a final sample of 252 managers representing their respective firms. The sample includes executives, which range from executive vice presidents (approximately two-thirds) to CEOs (approximately one-third) from various Chinese firms. Although it is desirable to collect team data, some researchers opine that data from single respondents will be adequate to represent the teams. For example, Miller et al. (1998) and Janssen et al. (1999) have collected team data from a single source. Consistent with past research, we follow Miller et al.'s (1998) design that collected single responses from each top management team. We assume that these single respondents (a) accurately perceive themselves, (b) accurately perceive others, (c) accurately perceive their relationships with others, and (d) have no underlying motivation to distort their responses (e.g. social desirability). Though given the nature of the study and collectivist cultural setting, such assumptions are highly restrictive and sometimes even doubtful; we honestly believe that the respondents are sincere and dedicated individuals. As well, a recent study provided sound rationale as to why single measures may be appropriate for team data. Datta et al. (2005) collected 33 of the 132 sample from multiple responses and the remainder from single responses. They measured interclass correlations ICC(1) on the 33 firms to find high inter correlations and thus conclude there would be high inter correlations with the single response firms had they collected multiple responses. We argue that the executive team members would rate similarly on the perception of team measures; there would be a strong argument that these executives are astute at understanding the perceptions of other team members; and that the executives would have a general pulse of their team's views on relationship conflict, cognitive diversity and intra-group trust.
At the outset, the executives were asked to recall and review a decision-making process in which they participated. The retrospection had to meet some criteria such as to include only strategic decisions, and to include only those decisions where the number of participants in a group be more than four. The mean number of members in a team was eight with a standard deviation of 6.7. To check the criterion of strategic decisions, participants provided descriptions of decisions. The retrospective analysis of the decisions revealed complex issues such as merger-acquisitions, alliances, restructuring, developing new products and so forth. All decisions listed satisfied the criteria of being "important, in terms of actions taken, the resources committed or the precedents set" (Mintzberg et al., 1976, p.246) . The respondents were Chinese and most speak very little English; thus, we translated our survey form into Mandarin Chinese, with three experts verifying the accuracy of the translation. One of the authors, who is Chinese and fluent in Mandarin, personally collected the data. Participation was voluntary and the surveys were completed during the executive training sessions.
Measures
• Cognitive diversity: Cognitive diversity was measured using the scale developed and used by Miller et al. (1998) . Questions were asked to determine the overall agreement/disagreement of executives on key firm ideals, such as, "What is the best way to ensure the firm's long-run survival?" or "What should the firm's goal priorities be?" Answers to these questions provide valuable insight on the general differences of executives' cognitive schema of important/strategic issues. The Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient (α) for this measure is .82.
• Relationship conflict: We measured relationship conflict using four items developed by Jehn (1995) and used by Jehn (1995 Jehn ( , 1997 , Janssen et al. (1999) and Amason (1996) . The respondents were asked to rate on 7-point Likert-type scales with answers ranging from 1 -'none' to 7 -'a great deal'. A sample item from relationship conflict reads as, "How much personal friction was there in the group during this decision?" The reliability coefficient for the relationship conflict is .83.
• Agreement-seeking behaviour: We measured agreement-seeking behaviour using the measure developed and used by Knight et al. (1999) . The measure consists of six items and the respondents were asked to rate these items on 7-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1, indicating strongly disagree, to 7, indicating strongly agree. The sample item reads as: 'TMT decisions are not final until all the members agree that the decision is acceptable to them'. The reliability coefficient for agreementseeking behaviour is .69.
• Control variables:. We included team size and organisational slack as control variables in this study. Some researchers point out that "scarcity of resources might lead a firm to avoid excessive risk-taking and pay greater attention to the conservation of resources" (Goll and Rasheed, 1997, p.585) ; it also affects both decision processes and implementation efforts (Pfeffer, 1981) . Further, organisational resources may affect group decision-making processes and other outcomes such as innovation (Hambrick, 1994; West and Anderson, 1996) . It was therefore thought necessary to control for the 'resources'. Organisational slack is measured by four items developed by Miller and Friesen (1982) and the items are related to slack in capital, material supplies, managerial talent and skilled labour (α = .49). The size of the TMT, as documented in previous empirical research, has its potential effect on the team's ability to reach consensus and affect the whole decision-making process (McGrath, 1984; West and Anderson, 1996; Dooley et al., 2000) . Size was measured as the number of members identified by the participants in the decision-making process.
Results
Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations are reported in Table 1 . Our initial analysis of descriptive statistics table suggests that there is no problem of multicollinearity, as Kennedy (1985) suggests that correlations of .8 or higher may be problematic. We also include a statistical check for multicollinearity, the variance inflation factor (VIF) of each independent variable. The largest VIF was less than 2, thus, more support that multicollinearity should not be a problem (Kennedy, 1985) . Multiple regression analysis was used to test the hypotheses that cognitive diversity is positively related to relationship conflict and negatively related to agreement-seeking behaviour.
Regression analysis of cognitive diversity on relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour
The results of regression analysis of how cognitive diversity affects relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour are presented in Table 2 . As shown, cognitive diversity (β = .41, p < .001) was a significant predictor of relationship conflict. The main effects model explained 19.5% of variance in relationship and is significant (F = 16.8; p < .001 ). In the model, both team size (β = .14, p < .01) and organisational slack (β = .12, p < .01) are significant. These findings suggest that diversity is positively related to relationship conflict. Thus Hypothesis 1 is supported. Table 1 also shows the results of regression analysis predicting agreement-seeking behaviour. While none of the control variables were significant, the cognitive diversity is negatively related to agreement-seeking behaviour (β = -.38, p < .001), thus supporting Hypothesis 2. The model explained 15.8% variance in the relationship and is significant (F = 12.66; p < .001).
Regression analysis of relationship conflict and agreement-seeking
behaviour on decision quality Table 3 shows the results of regression analysis predicting decision quality. While none of the control variables were significant, both relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour are significant predictors of decision quality. The beta coefficient of relationship conflict (β = -.41, p < .001) was significant, thus supporting Hypothesis 3. The regression results also reveal that the beta coefficient of agreementseeking behaviour predicting decision quality (β = .24, p < .001) also was significant, thus supporting Hypothesis 4. Both these independent variables explain 28% variance in decision quality and the model is significant (F = 22.34, p < .001).
6 Discussion, conclusions and future research Diversity among TMTs is often perceived as a double-edged sword by the researchers because it has both positive and negative results. On the positive side, some evidence suggests that more diversified teams are better at fostering innovation and creativity. On the negative side, diversity is detrimental in the sense that groups will be less cohesive and cooperative, and will result in relationship conflict. Again, the relationship conflict is considered dysfunctional as it discourages team effectiveness. Researchers were trying to address the question of what to do when relationship conflict emerges. Further, diversity also has its potential effect on agreement-seeking behaviour. The present study examines the effects of cognitive diversity on relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour. Hypothesis 1 examined the extent to which cognitive diversity in teams leads to relationship conflict, since differences in cognitive thinking paves for way for personality conflicts among the members. At the same time, the diversified teams are less likely to engage in agreement-seeking behaviour as hypothesised (H2). The logical argument is that when teams have great diversity, they may be moving toward different directions by sacrificing mutual accountability. Less diverse teams have an inherent tendency to be cohesive, work for mutual satisfaction, and strive for agreement-seeking behaviour and strategic consensus. Our data was consistent with Hypothesis 2 and corroborates the results from past research (Knight et al., 1999) . Additionally, the current study also fills the void by examining the effect of agreement-seeking behaviour and relationship conflict on decision quality. This research has implications for the study of cognitive diversity within organisations and how it impacts effectiveness through group process variables such as relationship conflict and agreement-seeking behaviour. Our results show that diversity is likely to correspond in more interpersonal conflict.
The results of the present study should be interpreted in light of several shortcomings. One potential limitation is generalisability of the findings. The data is from Chinese executives who are from non-Western cultural backgrounds; thus the extent to which results are generalisable across various nations comes into question. However, for most part, the Chinese results are consistent with the results obtained from US-based companies; therefore, it is reasonably expected that findings can be generalisable and relationships hold. A second limitation of the study is common-method-variance because the data was gathered from a single survey instrument. However, since the respondents cannot guess the hypotheses and respond in a socially desirable manner, we believe that common method variance is not a major problem. As mentioned earlier, we have had to translate the survey instrument into Mandarin for interpretation purposes. While translating the survey instrument we have taken enough care to see that the executives cannot guess the hypotheses and underlying theory behind the study.
The present study opens up future research in several fronts. First, instead of using the proxy measures of demographic diversity, the present study recommends use of cognitive diversity as a direct measure as suggested by Miller et al. (1998) . Secondly, an extension of this research could involve how power distribution among TMTs may have an effect on agreement-seeking behaviour and how influential the CEO is in mitigating the relationship conflicts that emerge from cognitive conflict. Further, the relationship between the conflict responses and team effectiveness in the presence of intra-group trust needs further examination. Since the present study focused on strategic decisions and involved only TMT members, it would be fruitful to extend the model to the teams performing less complex tasks. When teams engage in routine and simple tasks some other responses to relationship conflict may evolve. Our results suggest that experimental as well as longitudinal research is desirable to explore the management of relationship conflict. The present study focused only relationship conflict and did not consider the task-based conflict. A plethora of evidence is available which suggests that relationship conflict and task-conflict are different phenomena having different implications on organisational outcomes (Amason, 1996; Jehn, 1997) .
Future research also can focus on one very important group process variable, i.e. intra-group trust. Trust plays a pivotal role in influencing group discussions and decision outcomes (Zand, 1972) . Prior research on trust supports the view that "in low-trust groups, interpersonal relations interfere with and distort perceptions of the problem…and in high trust-groups, problems are solved more effectively" (Zand, 1972, p.238) . Intragroup trust plays a vital role in the interpretation process of the information from other members in a decision platform. Therefore, researchers contend that the role of trust can ill-afford to be ignored in studying the group processes and their effect on organisational outcomes (Langfred, 2004) . In summary, this research provides important insights into cognitive diversity and outcomes through group process variables and provides new research directions.
